The acquisition for The Cloisters of the Merode altarpiece brings to the Metropolitan Museum's collections one of the key works in the history of painting. This is a major event for the Museum and also for the growth and enrichment of American collections. For the picture stands as a milestone between two periods; it at once summarizes the medieval tradition and lays the foundation for the development of modern painting.
The acquisition for The Cloisters of the Merode altarpiece brings to the Metropolitan Museum's collections one of the key works in the history of painting. This is a major event for the Museum and also for the growth and enrichment of American collections. For the picture stands as a milestone between two periods; it at once summarizes the medieval tradition and lays the foundation for the development of modern painting.
It has always been famous. In its own day it was frequently copied, and its influence can be traced in the work of Flemish artists for generations afterwards. Since it first came to the attention of scholars it has been of intense interest to all students of the Flemish school. The consensus of opinion is that it was created in the third decade of the fifteenth century and is contemporary with, probably earlier than, the great Ghent altarpiece by the brothers van Eyck, which was finished and installed in I432. Its author is regarded as the initiator of the trend of realism which makes its appearance in panel painting at this time and of the widespread and influential style that came to be associated with the name of Rogier van der Weyden.
On this much most scholars are agreed; but there is still a strong division of opinion as to the identity of the artist. Originally called the Master of the Merode Triptych, his name was changed to the Master of Flemalle with the discovery of three panels, now in Frankfort, supposed to have come originally from an abbey at Flemalle. As the group of paintings grew larger with the addition of others in the same style it became clear that the author of these works was a painter of importance, and the suggestion was made that he might have been Robert Campin, who, documents tell us, kept the foremost shop in Tournai at the beginning of the century and was the master of Jacques Daret and of Rogier van der Weyden. Some scholars rejected this theory, and others substituted for the identification with Campin an identification of the Master of Flemalle with the young Rogier van der Weyden. The disagreement is based on the interpretation of the documents, which lack of space prevents us from repeating here. (The main arguments will be found in the books referred to on page 129.) Suffice it to say that the author of this article finds the arguments in favor of identifying the painter with Robert Campin the most convincing considering the present state of our knowledge.
The date and place of Robert Campin's birth are unknown, but he is mentioned in Tournai as a master painter in 1406. In I4Io he officially acquired citizenship in his adopted city. During the following years his fame evidently spread through Flanders because apprentices came to his workshop from other cities well before 1419. Then, four years later, he became involved in politics as the result of a revolt of the guilds, which took over the city government. Campin seems to have played an important part in the movement since he became the dean of the Painters' Guild in 1423 and a member of one of the councils which governed the city until the patricians returned again to power in 1428. He was prosecuted for his part in the revolt and was later in legal difficulties because of his extramarital relations with a young lady who was called Leurence Polette; but this does not appear to have had any effect on his professional standing since he is mentioned repeatedly in connection with commissions during these years and until his death in I444.
The triptych makes an impression far out of proportion to its small size. It has the quality of a precious object, epitomizing all the affectionate and conscientious carefulness of the medieval craftsman. It inspires profound and unhurried contemplation; and the longer one studies it, the more rewarding it becomes. The following pages are devoted to an attempt to analyze Campin's temperament as a painter and the technical means by which he expressed himself.
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The mood of the picture is quiet and unassuming. Mary calmly reads her holy book undisturbed by the presence of the angel, apparently unaware that her candle has gone out and that a supernatural light fills the room. The angel gazes at her, lifting his hand in a gentle, almost timid gesture. There is no sense of drama or miracle. The donors kneel outside in a small garden enclosed by a high wall. The man looks through the half-open door into the Virgin's room with a rapt and attentive expression. His wife behind him is reserved and detached. In the other wing Joseph sits in his narrow little carpenter's shop, his back turned to the window, completely absorbed in his work.
Nothing in the attitudes or faces of these people suggests spirituality, and yet there is something deeply reverent about the picture-something so moving that it reduces one to silence and fills one with wondering awe. This feeling increases as one becomes more familiar with the triptych. It is the result of the extraordinary love and care with which every part of the picture, down to the smallest detail, has been painted. No matter what the object, how obscure or humble it may have been, the artist worked on it with intense concentration so that its essential character is apparent to us and its own particular beauty is brought out. The towel is fresh and white, the bronze candlestick polished to a glowing tone, the carpenters' tools well kept and efficient, the donor's purse with its silver clasps and buckle is round and bulging, even the tiles on the floor of the Virgin's room have the warm glow that comes only with years of wear and scrubbing. Each of these things has been painted with devotion, almost with veneration, and the emotion of the artist is so well communicated to us that everything in the picture seems to partake of the spiritual nature of the main subject, the Annunciation.
This response to the beauty and the spirit of the smallest things around him-man-made things as well as nature-reveal the artist as a poet with an unusually pure and ingenuous, almost childlike sensitivity. But the picture tells us more about him. He was also by instinct and by temperament a painter in the truest sense of the word. He expressed himself in terms of color and light, and he rejoiced in the richest and most varied use of his medium. His picture depends primarily on color for its success in conveying its message to us. The central panel, where the miracle of the Annunciation takes place, is bathed in the celestial light radiated by the archangel Gabriel, and the colors in it are brighter, more intense, and lighter in value than those in the side panels, where the general tonality, except for a few bright accents, is in a more subdued key.
The over-all color harmony of the triptych is cool. This was brought out most strikingly by a recent cleaning, as very often happens with pictures of this period. However, the central scene depends for its effect on the lively contrast between two large areas of bright color: the warm red of the Virgin's robe and the cool, pale blue of the angel's vestment. This use of contrasting warm and cool tones plays a role in balancing and giving life to the composition throughout the triptych. In the upper half of the Annunciation the dominant color is the delicate cool gray of the plaster walls, whereas in the lower part the two figures stand out against a background of deep warm brownish green in the tiles. In the side panels the scheme is reversed: both have a cool note in the lower foreground, on the left the steps before which the donors kneel and on the right the gray stone paving of the workshop and the blue steel of the saw and axe. In the upper part, on the other hand, the blacks and grays of the donors' clothes are set against the mottled brown surface of the garden wall, and Joseph's eggplant coat and blue turban stand out before the dark, warm shadows of the window shutters and paneling seen against the light. This play of warm and cool tones runs all through the picture: in the various surfaces of the fireplace, the steps to the Virgin's door, the faqades of the distant houses, and in the modeling of form. It becomes most subtle and entertaining to the eye in another aspect of its execution, the treatment of light and shade. This seems to have had a peculiar fascination for our artist. We can see this immediately in his treatment of the reflections on the polished bronze surfaces of the laver and the candlestick (both of which reflect a window not shown in the painting, probably
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The Annunciation with Donors and Saint Joseph, the Merode altarpiece, by Robert Campin (active 1406-1444). Heigh that of the studio in which the artist was working), in the lovely interplay of highlights, shadows, and reflected lights in the Virgin's robe, and in the corbels supporting the beams of the ceiling. But it is in the cast shadows from several different sources of illumination that the painter seems to have been especially interested. Except in the donor's wing, these occur all over the picture, not according to any natural logic but rather as effective and pleasing variations of the surface. The most charming are those cast by the laver in its niche and by the two wroughtiron candle brackets above the fireplace; the most effective in the composition are those emphasizing the outlines of the table and the Virgin's bench. They vary in number and complexity, but all start from a transparent dark brown near the object and are repeated in bands of lighter shades of ocher. One of these, however, almost always stands out in contrast as a cool and pearly opaque gray.
Another personal means used by the artist to give animation to the surface is the infinite variety of highlights of every form and shape, painted in almost pure white. They are to be seen in the fine, sharp lines (hardly noticeable in a photograph) accenting the edges of Joseph's tools, the outlines of the Virgin's bench and of many of the architectural elements. They are also present as sparkling dots and dashes on a multitude of surfaces which catch the light: the keys, the nails studding the doors and shutters, the silver decorations on the donor's purse and dagger, his consort's coral beads, and the minute figurine attached to them. They are functional in the definition of the gables and church spires of the little crystal-clear views of the city, but at times they seem to be employed only for their decorative quality as in the puzzling snowlike dots on the little figures and the pavement outside of Joseph's workshop or in the grain of the wood of the Virgin's bench.
In modeling form to create the illusion of solidity the artist worked so as to keep his colors as pure as possible. A tone close to white is used for the highlights, the middle tone is given more color, and the full shadow is the most intense and usually the warmest. This is still the medieval method, but there are exceptions to it. In the faces, treated with a pale flesh tone for the highlights and a warmer color for the cheeks, He was keenly aware of the substance, the material solidity, of paint and treated it in ways that must have been new and surprising in his day. In Joseph's heavy coat he used a stick or the wooden handle of his brush to work a heavy, woolly pattern into the wet paint, and then he glazed it over. The facades of some of the tiny houses were painted first in a dark tone, then covered with white, through which he scratched to reveal the underlayer of dark and thus create the half timbers. The divisions between the flagstones behind Joseph's bench are also cut into the paint with a sharp instrument. These, almost unnoticeable in the shadow, bear witness to his integrity as a craftsman and the infinite pains and patience he lavished on every last detail of his work.
Much has been written about the realism in our picture. It is true that, in order to bring out their essential character, the artist has tried to recreate the pattern of light and color on the surface of objects as they are seen in reality. But the way the forms are arranged, in surface or in giving the illusion of depth, is not realistic. Here the painter entirely changed and transformed reality co serve his own purpose of making the picture more effective. One of his methods was to make the outline of one form lead directly into another, for instance, the right hand of the angel and the table, thus guiding the eye forcibly from one place to another. In the same way the back of the Virgin's bench carries our attention to the table-in this case, one might almost say, with increasing speed-and the outline of Joseph's left arm leads into the folds of his turban. These lines play a vital part in the picture's surface and give it what might be called a visual rhythm. That the artist was aware of their importance seems proved by slight but most effective alterations, such as those at the lower outline of the door, the edge of the floor behind the angel, and his hip, which were all clearly made to give a more flowing line leading from one panel towards the center of the other.
One becomes aware in looking at this painting of the frequency with which the outline of one object will either come very close to another without quite touching or in other cases will barely touch. A good example of this can be seen in the tools on the workshop table or in the relationship of the saw, the stick, and the tip of Joseph's wooden patten. These devices, and there are many others in the picture, create a feeling of tension which either concentrates our gaze on one place or leads it in a given direction. In this, as well as in his great interest in light, Campin recalls Vermeer, who had a similar predilection for the edges of objects but combined it, of course, with a much more sophisticated atmospheric effect.
The rendering of space is a most important element in the triptych. As in the color composition the artist uses it to emphasize the Annunciation panel, in which the perspective is steeper, bringing everything in the room forward, closer to us. The side panels are seen from a different point of view and give a greater illusion of depth. The exaggerated and illogical perspective of objects seen from different points of view in the same room has been variously explained as ignorance of so-called real perspective or as a deliberate effort to show more of the surface of each object, since that was what the artist most enjoyed painting. The second explanation has some merit, but there is still another, which may be more significant and which has to do with the relationship between painters and sculptors during the artist's lifetime. This is particularly in- Campin, Jan van Eyck, Rogier van der Weyden, and other, lesser masters. Considered from our twentieth-century point of view, the implication is that the painter played a subordinate role to the sculptor. However, the documents which have come down to us prove that in Tournai this was not true. Those naming Campin are in connection with commissions for sculpture, basreliefs, retables, or funeral monuments, for which Tournai was famous, and on several occasions Campin is recorded as having been commissioned to "design" an altarpiece or retable, which was then to be carried out in stone by the sculptor, and finally to be painted by Campin. Thus the original concept was the painter's, and it was the painter who completed the work. Another puzzling detail in our picture is the small figure of a bearded man who stands hat in hand, drawing back into the space between the wall and the gate, which he has apparently just opened to admit the donors to the garden. His modest attitude clearly indicates that he occupies an ancillary position in relation to the couple. However, his costume is most unusual. With its two-colored sleeves, many shiny little buttons, red hose, elaborate fur purse, fancy knotted wool shoulder cape, and large straw hat, it seems very gay and festive in contrast to their rather somber elegance. It has been suggested that he may be the painter, but there is little about his attitude or expression that looks like what we expect in a self-portrait. There is another possibility suggested by a small shield hanging from a chain on his breast. This shield, as far as one can judge from so small a representation, has three red pales on a field of gold. It resembles the arms of the city of Malines, with which the family of the donor was connected. A similar coat of arms, with these same charges and colors, was also borne by the lords of Berthout, who included the princes of Grimberghe, the chief branch of the family of Merode. Varlets and minor servants of great families sometimes wore the family shield on the shoulders of their tunics, as we see in miniatures ornamenting a fifteenth-century manuscript, the Livre des Tournois du roi Rene. It is tempting indeed to see in the fantastically dressed little figure on the left wing of our altarpiece a servant of the family of Merode, thereby suggesting some very early connection of the picture with this family.
Another possibility, however, presents itself. Such shields were also worn by guild members, and this particular one resembles the emblem of the guild of the courtiers or brokers. Could it be that this figure represents the marriage broker responsible for the contract between the two donors? The X-ray of the picture shows that he was painted in over the wall; and although such small figures are often painted in over the background, it could mean that he may well have been added at the time the whole picture was changed to include the donor's wife and her coat of arms.
No documents have been found by which it is possible to date any of the pictures ascribed to Campin. Only one of these, the left wing of the altarpiece of Heinrich von Werl in the Prado, is inscribed with the date-I438. The same lack of precision prevails about comparable works created by other artists active in the first quarter of the fifteenth century. As a result, the chronological arrangement of Campin's pictures must depend on our judgment of his stylistic development. Most scholars have agreed that the Merode Annunciation belongs to the early part of
